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Abstract 
This paper is a record of a unique intervention for enhancing the undergraduate learning experience 
at Rhodes University.  It focuses on the establishment of the project, the experiences encountered 
and lessons learned thus far. 
In April 2013, a team of 13 librarians embarked on a Personal Librarian Pilot Project at the Rhodes 
University Library. The Personal Librarian Programme is primarily directed at undergraduate students 
at Rhodes University. In an attempt to bridge the information literacy skills gap that exists between 
Senior School and University in South Africa, the idea behind this programme is that each incoming 
first year student is assigned a Personal Librarian who will remain that individual’s contact in the 
library throughout his/her academic career at Rhodes University. 
The project came about as a result of research exploring the perceptions of both students and 
lecturers in the Commerce Faculty at Rhodes University with regard to Information Literacy practices 
and needs (Gontshi, 2011). The study revealed and recorded a shortcoming in the Information 
Literacy ability of students between Senior School Level and University Level.  It became clear that 
new University students were not aware of the important link between their academic studies and the 
Library which in turn suggested the need to make Rhodes University librarians and the role that they 
play in the academic world more obvious to these new students (Gontshi, 2011).  The Personal 
Librarian Programme was devised to fill this need.   
The Librarians involved in this programme include staff from all sections of the Library: circulation, 
faculty liaison and bibliographic/technical services.  The training needs of staff who did not work 
directly with students were identified and the relevant training provided. The staff from circulation and 
bibliographic/technical services sections identified a need to advance their knowledge in the use of 
the library from a users’ perspective. The training focused on the following: “Brainstorming a research 
topic with a student”; “Identifying relevant databases to conduct a research topic” and “Conducting a 
search on relevant databases for the research topic” – this included different ways of devising an 
effective search technique. The training ensured a good foundation for these librarians to develop 
their confidence to work with users.  
The project, modeled on a similar programme at the Yale University Library in the United States of 
America, was also a direct result of Rhodes University Library’s involvement in the Carnegie 
Research Libraries Consortium (2009 – 2011) and the author’s ten-week internship in the United 
States, seven weeks of which were spent at Yale University.  
Introduction 
Rhodes University completed a major extension and renovation of its existing library in 2010. After 
the opening of this state of the art building, it became necessary for the Library to change its service 
model and so the Faculty Liaison services model was planned to coincide with the move to the new 
building. The model was designed to improve both user services and user support as well as to 
provide researchers with access to information at levels which had not been experienced previously. 
The aim of improving the support provided for academics and researchers was consistent with the 
institutional goal of attracting more researchers to the university (Rionda, 2010). 
In 2009, Rhodes University was included in a second group of three participants, making up the six 
South African academic libraries chosen to take part in the Research Libraries Consortium (RLC) 
which was funded by the Carnegie Corporation of New York. The six research intensive universities 
in South Africa in the consortium were the University of Cape Town; Wits University; University of 
Kwazulu-Natal; Rhodes University; Stellenbosch University and the University of Pretoria. This 
initiative aimed to develop the capacity of these institutions’ librarians to work with researchers. 
The Rhodes University Personal Librarian Programme came about as a response to the unmet 
information literacy needs documented by Gontshi (2011) as part of her training in the RLC and is 
modeled on a similar programme at Yale University Library in America. The following comment, 
made in an interview that comprised part of Gontshi’s research (ibid), provided a catalyst for the 
Personal Librarian Programme:  
Well we don’t really see the library, if you feel you are lost about where the book is, I don’t feel 
I could ask the librarians anything other than a book that I can’t find, ‘otherwise ‘what could 
they tell me?’, so that would be good to know. 
The perception ‘otherwise ‘what could they tell me?’ confirmed the need for further research which 
explored the extent to which Librarians are visible to individual students. The 2012 Rhodes Library 
LibQual survey provided useful insights in this respect.  
 The LibQUAL+® responses drew attention to a number of problem areas in the way services are 
offered in the library. These areas included professional services, study spaces, opening hours and 
off campus access to the Library’s information resources. As a result, the library staff set about 
analyzing the three different dimensions in the survey (Affect of Service, Library as Place and 
Information Control) in detail in order to pinpoint areas not meeting user expectations and to identify 
possible solutions to the problems.  
The graph below shows both the 2005 and 2012 overall desired and perceived mean scores for each 
of the three dimensions of library service quality measured (Rhodes Library website). 
 Library Service Quality (Graph extracted from the Rhodes University Library newsletter) 
The shortcoming revealed in the affect of service measurement supported Gontshi’s (2011) findings 
noted earlier. The LibQual results suggested that students were not only just looking for workshops 
that catered for their immediate needs, but instead needed to develop a relationship with the 
librarians in order for learning of any kind to take place. Because of the diverse nature of the student 
body at Rhodes University, it is difficult for standard library workshops to meet the needs of every 
student. What was needed was a unique intervention that catered for everybody’s needs. The 
Personal Librarian programme arguably filled this need. 
The Personal Librarian programme 
The Personal Librarian Programme aims to link a librarian with individual students. The personal 
librarian not only provides a ‘face’ for library services but, because of the potential to become more 
acquainted with individual students and their unique needs, offers the opportunity for one-on-one 
mediation and support.  More specifically, through the development of this relationship, the 
programme aims to: 
 
• Bridge the information literacy gap between the classroom and the Library; 
• Provide the less confident student with a safe platform to explore their learning; 
• Accommodate different learning styles which the classroom environment may fail to address; 
• Foster individual students’ understanding of the role the library plays in their success; and 
• Encourage Rhodes Library Staff to keep abreast of global research practices. 
 
Literature review 
The desire for a personalized library service became apparent in the early 1980s with the idea of 
“libraries going personal” (Bailey, 1984). The model of library services portrayed in the literature 
during the 80s is that of a rigid structure. Historically, library collections were often physically 
separated from the users with the result that a librarian was often perceived by a user as protecting 
library collections from the users.  
 
Bailey (1984) describes this service model by comparing it with a visit to a bank. In the bank he 
suggests that a loan seeker might be more successful in obtaining the loan if there was some 
personal guidance from an expert in the banking services. In a similar manner a student looking for 
information might not be able to find it without the personal assistance of a librarian. Students’ 
perceptions of libraries were a barrier to recognizing the assistance that the librarians could provide 
and consequently they were not able to access the information efficiently on their own.  
Over time, the desire emerged to develop library collections and libraries that would serve the needs 
of users. This can be seen in the history of the Rhodes University Library.  Writing of the new library 
building, Thomas (2010) notes: 
A significant achievement of the new library building is its response to meeting the needs of the new 
generation of student and researchers who, having never known a world without the Internet or mobile 
connections, are seeking new kinds of study, learning and work spaces as well as using new ways to 
seek and find information. A marvel of the library is that it is so much more than a repository of printed 
collections.  
Thomas’ (ibid) identification of the library as ‘so much more than a repository of printed collections’ is 
significant here and is linked to the development of a Faculty Liaison Librarian (FLL) model to 
accompany the construction of the new library space.  Before the introduction of the FLL model, only 
25% of staff interacting with users had any library training. Senior, trained librarians were 
concentrated in technical services. Mbali (2011) describes a Faculty Liaison Librarian as a librarian 
who liaises with one or more academic units, departments or faculties to ensure that their library-
related needs are addressed. The needs of faculty members and graduate students include research, 
teaching and collections. The Faculty Liaison Librarian can therefore be described as a link between 
faculty, students and information.  
The FLL connects students to information, encouraging the students to become independent 
researchers. Kotter (1996) argues that “once librarians and classroom faculty are committed to 
building and maintaining good relations, the benefits will interact and reinforce one another, with 
numerous positive ramifications for everyone involved. Perhaps in this way the library, no matter what 
its future form, can move closer to becoming the heart of the university”.  
The Faculty Liaison Librarian services model below gives a fair picture of the situation in libraries 
discussed above. In the FLL model, the student is expected to work through the Faculty Liaison 
Librarian in order to access information, with the aim of encouraging them to become independent 
researchers. 
Faculty Liaison Librarian service model 
 
Mbali (2011), documents a case study of how supervisors and postgraduate students experience the 
role of Faculty Liaison Librarians at Rhodes Library. Mbali interviewed twelve Psychology Masters 
students and four Psychology Masters supervisors. When the twelve Masters students were asked if 
they knew about Faculty Liaison Librarians and their roles, two said “yes” and ten said “no”’. Further 
questions were asked about how often they interacted with the Faculty Liaison Librarian to which nine 
answered “never” and 3 answered “occasionally”. A further question exploring the extent to which the 
library had met students’ research needs received nine positive responses out of a total of twelve.  
Interestingly, the responses from the research supervisors were not significantly different from those 
of their students. When the four supervisors were asked if they knew about the Faculty Liaison 
Librarians and their roles, two of the four responded positively. Of the two who indicated that they 
knew about the faculty liaison role, only one indicated that s/he used the FL service regularly. When 
they were asked if their FLL knew the research agendas of their departments, all four supervisors 
indicated that they did not know. 
Mbali’s interpretation of her results suggested that the Faculty Liaison Librarians needed to be more 
visible especially in the academic departments. Here again, it should be borne in mind that when 
these studies were conducted the Faculty Liaison model at Rhodes University Library was still in its 
infancy (Rionda, 2010). Whilst the Faculty Liaison model focuses on providing services to the faculty, 
the Personal Librarian model complements these services by making what the library can offer more 
obvious to the students. Nann (2010) suggests that libraries introducing a Personal Librarian 
programme should not even see it as a new programme, but rather as a “tweak” to existing efforts to 
reach students. 
The Personal Librarian programme was introduced at Rhodes with the primary aim of targeting 1st 
year students in an attempt to bridge an information literacy gap that has been observed to exist 
between high school and university. Fitzgerald (2004:19) notes that “Many high school graduates, 
accustomed to easy access in high school, struggle in college. In their first semester they must read 
reams of difficult text, take comprehensive exams that require analysis not covered in class, and write 
papers that synthesize ideas from multiple resources. Unprepared to handle the volume and level of 
academic work, they fail”. To ensure an easier start for the 1st year student at university 3 goals were 
identified to focus a pilot Personal Librarian project in 2013: 
i) The introduction of the Online Public Access Catalogue (OPAC);  
ii) Facilitation of off-campus access; and  
iii) The introduction of LibGuides. 
 
The Personal Librarian model does not wait to be discovered, it is an outreach programme that caters 
for 1st years as they enter university. The programme is introduced to students even before they 
identify that they have a need. The programme does not impose itself on the students but instead 
invites the students to participate and provide feedback with the view to tailoring the services 
according to the needs of the students; hence the programme takes a pro-active approach.  
The role of the Personal Librarian 
A Personal Librarian aims to remove the barriers that prevent students from finding help. The 
attributes of the Personal Librarian in the Rhodes University Library depends on the expectations 
communicated by the students themselves in the information that was collected by the team through 
surveys conducted during 2013.  
Ideally, a personal librarian should have the following:  
• Good interpersonal skills. 
• Professionalism – while deciding to go personal, one needs to remember that the relationship 
needs to be kept as professional as possible in order to achieve and maintain trust.  
• Open-mindedness and be able to go an extra mile to help the student or be able to refer them 
to relevant help. For example, Nann stresses that at Yale Law Library the Personal Librarian 
Programme does not expect that the personal librarian will be the person who actually 
provides assistance to the student in every instance.  Rather, the personal librarian is the 
student’s point of contact, who helps the student identify who could best assist with the 
particular issue she or he is facing at the time (Nann, 2010). 
• An ability to value the uniqueness of the individual – the personal librarian should respect and 
understand the individual context and history a particular student brings to university. It is 
through the above that a comfortable environment for learning is created. 
The following model demonstrates the envisaged relationship between a student and a Personal 
Librarian. As mentioned above, the Personal Librarian (PL) does not wait to be approached by a 
student; but instead reaches out to the student by telling them what the PL can do for them.  
Personal Librarian model – Ideal model of service for 2013 
 
The following promise was adapted from Yale University Library website to fit the Rhodes Library 
situation: 
My promise to you as a Personal Librarian is to: 
• Keep you informed about Library Events with periodic e-mail messages highlighting new resources and 
programmes, as well as with notices and timely reminders, for example about extended Library hours during Swot 
week and exams 
• Answer your questions about Library policies, procedures and services, such as RefWorks workshops etc. 
• Assist you with finding information for research assignments, by helping you articulate your research question, 
formulate search strategy and identify the best information sources 
• Provide you with information on how you can contact the RU IT Help Desk should you need assistance in setting 
up your computers on the RU network 
Reference Hubs 
The design of the new Rhodes University library incorporated a number of reference hubs which 
were an attempt to break the barriers between the students and the librarians. Nann’s study to 
determine whether or not to retain the reference desk reveals surprising results. In the study, the 
librarians asked the students to talk about the manner in which they preferred to approach a librarian: 
whether the desk was seen as a help or a hindrance, or whether they preferred to go to the librarian 
in his/her office. He indicates his surprise at the number of people for whom the desk was a 
hindrance. These students were shy about being seen asking for help (Nann, 2010). Nann’s study 
therefore calls into question the assumption that reference hubs per se will facilitate interaction 
between librarians and students.  
When Gontshi conducted her study in 2001 the Rhodes University Library had been restructured to 
include reference hubs for the different faculties. However, the results still indicated that the 
introduction of the hubs had not completely changed the user perceptions of the librarians’ roles 
which still challenged the way services were provided at Rhodes University Library. One of the aims 
of the Personal Librarian programme is to reach out and take the services to the users instead of 
expecting users to discover the services provided by the library.  
If the personal element in the degree programme of an undergraduate student is compared to that of 
a postgraduate student, it is evident that postgraduate studies are automatically designed to include 
the personal element once the supervision of a research project begins. A relationship is built over 
the period of time between the supervisor and the student and is ideally based on trust and 
professionalism and is characterised by two-way communication. An undergraduate student does not 
usually benefit from this sort of personal guidance and support. The PL programme aims to fill some 
of the gaps evidenced at undergraduate level.  
Setting up the Personal Librarian programme at Rhodes University Library 
The programme was introduced to the entire Rhodes Library staff by means of presentations and 
discussions.  Presentations aimed to introduce the theory behind the programme and to share 
observations of a similar programme at Yale University. It was decided that Principal Librarians would 
continue providing services to the postgraduate students while Librarians and Assistant Librarians 
joined the programme with the aim of strengthening services to the undergraduate students. 
Immediately after the presentations, the programme saw 13 librarians signing up to set out on the 
2013 pilot project. 1st year students lists were obtained with details of 1300 1st year students. The lists 
were divided amongst the 13 Personal Librarians; each librarian was assigned an average of 100 
students with the exception of the Undergraduate Librarian who was allocated 250 students.  
An email introducing the Personal Librarian programme was then sent to each student by their 
designated Personal Librarian. A week later this was followed by an invitation to attend a launch and 
meet their Personal Librarian in the Main Library foyer. At the launch, students were asked to 
respond in writing to the question “What do you expect from your Personal Librarian”. It was decided 
that these responses should be subject to a relatively simple analysis, letting the responses speak for 
themselves.  After reading through the answers carefully, the results were grouped into 4 broad 
categories on an excel spreadsheet: 
1. Friendliness and willingness to help 
2. Research & Study guidance. 
3. Assistance in finding information – OPAC; Online resources. 
4. Practical assistance: photocopying, printing, loan procedures. 
Once the grouping had been completed, a graph was generated giving an indication of the trends. 
The actual responses were also retained, as they provided the Personal Librarians with an insight 
into the students’ individual needs. 
To maintain the momentum begun by the April launch it was decided that three further launches 
would be held on three consecutive Fridays starting the second week of the third term (July/August 
2013).  The same survey question was asked of students attending each of these launches. At one of 
the launches, a donated cake was served. This particular launch was a resounding success in that 
the opportunity to have a slice of cake proved to be so popular that it became very difficult to limit the 
survey to just first year students which resulted in it being extended to include first, second, third, 
fourth year students and even postgraduates. The responses to the survey were analyzed in the 
same way as those of the April survey but according to the year of study of the student (2013, 2012, 
2011 and 2010 respectively).  
 
Survey results and discussion 
As indicated above, some survey responses were captured after the mid-year examinations. The 
following diagram provides a comparison of responses provided pre- and post- the examination 
period.  
Pre & post-exam comparison – 1st year students 2013 
 
133 comments were received from 101 1st year students before the exam.  As already indicated, the 
question asked was “What do you expect from your Personal Librarian?”  The thematic structure of the 
responses was:   
Friendliness & Willingness to Help – 34.6%  
Assistance in Finding Information – OPAC; Online Resources – 29.3%  
Research & Study Guidance – 23.3% 
Practical Assistance: photocopying; printing; loan procedures – 12.8%  
Responses indicated that 1st year students care about open, friendly relationships in order for them to 
open themselves up for any learning:  
The personal librarian must be kind and help when struggling, be patient when asked questions 
 
I expect that my personal librarian will be willing to help me anytime and not get tired 
 
The personal librarian must be there when I need help. So far I am happy; they are doing a great job 
 
I expect them to have a smile on their faces then only will I be happy to ask for help 
 
In total, 541 comments were received in response to the survey at launches which took place after 
the examination period (270 comments from non-1st year students, 265 from 1st year students and 6 
folded ''blanks'' (without comment)).  Students were asked the same question that was asked before 
they wrote exams “What do you expect from your Personal Librarian?”  
 The same thematic structure that emerged from the previous survey to the same students emerged. 
Feedback received presented as follows:  
• Friendliness and willingness to help – 39% 
• Assistance in finding information – 41% 
• Research & study guidance – 5%  
• Practical assistance: photocopying, printing, loan procedures – 15% 
The post-exam responses once again stressed the need for friendliness and willingness to help on 
the part of librarians. This confirms a finding of Gontshi’s (2011) study which looked at 1st year 
Economics students. The students in Gontshi’s study expressed the need for a personal approach on 
the part of librarians and asked for librarians to understand and consider their needs before they 
teach them anything.  Some comments made by students to surveys undertaken post the 
examination period were: 
Just because we weren’t made friends with librarians during our 1st year does not mean that we must 
be excluded from your programme – heartbroken postgraduate student verbal comment 
Students must be provided with guidelines on research material – 2012 student (2nd year) 
 
Librarians must be helpful, Friendly and Approachable – 2012 student (2nd year) 
 
The graph below shows the trend across the entire student population surveyed after writing exams 
 
What is evident across the scope of the student body is how much students value friendships with 
librarians; this is mainly followed by the need for assistance in finding information. 
Responses from librarians 
Research on the Personal Librarian Programme also sought to explore the experiences and 
observations of librarians involved in the pilot.   
Several librarians commented on the success of a ‘cake day’ intended to attract students to the 
Library in order to introduce them to the Personal Librarian Programme. Although all appeared to 
enjoy interacting with students over a slice of cake, this did not appear to impact substantially on the 
number seeking interaction with their Personal Librarian.  
One librarian identified attendance at lectures as a successful strategy for attracting students to use 
her services: 
During 2013 I set out to attend lectures at a Journalism class. Because of my lecture 
attendance, in addition to being [introduced as] their Personal Librarian in the Journalism 
class, I was getting a number of questions from students each day. Some students wanted to 
chat generally and sought advice regarding their work.  Some specifically wanted help for their 
academic work because for the first time this year the Journalism & Media Studies class was 
required to submit an assignment. They were also required to submit reports and articles for 
publishing in the first semester. They informed me that if they knew that I was their personal 
librarian at that time they would already have approached me for help during the first 
semester.  
One of my Key Performance Areas as a Faculty Librarian is User Education. Each year I am 
required to provide Information literacy training workshops for Postgraduate and 
Undergraduate students. Some classes are fairly big and I would be required to go and do a 
workshop in the classroom during a lecture period. Even though the relationship I developed 
with the students was a professional one, it was far from being personal . . . When the 
Personal Librarian programme was introduced and when I sent emails to my assigned list of 
students, the relationship changed drastically because the students were encouraged to come 
and talk to their Personal Librarian in a more informal environment. That is when the students 
felt free to come and talk about the challenges they experienced daily regarding their 
academic performance.   
The same librarian went on to recount the story of a student who 
. . . was feeling overwhelmed with a number of assignments due. The student felt that the 
transition from High School to University has been challenging for her because she no longer 
had the support from her mother and family in order to ensure that she achieved the high 
scores she needed.  
The Personal Librarian was able to recommend that the student should visit Counselling Services at 
the University. Her relationship with the student extended to accompanying the student to the 
Counselling Services for her first appointment and following up with her after her counselling session.  
The type of nurturing support described above which is required by the student when they are not at 
home is documented by Foster & Gibbons in their 2007 undergraduate research project in the 
chapter entitled the “The Mommy Model of Service”.  
Personal Librarian experiences as shared by the Law Librarians… 
The Law Library at Rhodes University is mainly a reference library. Resources include law reports, 
legislation and other government publications, reference works, books and journals.  The fact that the 
library  services only Law students means that it is easy for librarians there  to come to know most of 
the students by their first names because they see the same set of students every day as they come 
into the facility to access resources.  The set up automatically makes the librarian a personal librarian 
and results in students not only coming to look for resources but also for personal and academic 
challenges. The structure makes the students and the librarian comfortable with each other and the 
environment is friendly.  A Personal Librarian service was nonetheless offered to Law students.   
During the launch of the project in the Law Faculty Branch Library, users were again requested to 
complete the survey.  The results of the survey show that most of the law students are happy with the 
librarian’s service provision, but they are not happy with the lack of physical resources, i.e., with the 
number of computers, staplers, photocopiers and the absence of a cash machine. The following 
graph shows results from students from across a number of levels of study: 
 Comments made from students using the library included:  
• Friendly, smile, helpful librarians who appear to enjoying their job. A thorough knowledge of resources 
and technology always helps, Rhodes law librarians rock! - mature student 4th year  
• Lucky and Sindi are fantastic, they always know which books are on short  loan, they are always 
friendly and willing to help - mature student 4th year 
• Friendliness, Efficiency, helpfulness, Law library scores highly on all 3 counts – mature student enrolled 
in 2005 
• I think this is a good program that will be useful to first years mostly. I expect them to be available when 
needed always, smiling so they can  be approachable - 1st year student 
• I expect librarians to be visible at all times for the easy reach to anyone who needs help to know the ins 
and outs of the library and not to delay students finding information needed   
  
These comments show that students value the personal approach which the structure of the Law 
Library already allowed but that students also appreciated the introduction of the Personal 
Librarian project.      
Personal Librarians’ reports on Social Media tools as marketing strategies… 
Facebook 
Recently, a growing number of academic institutions, academic libraries in particular, are adopting 
social media tools in the delivery of information services to their patrons. This is still fairly new at the 
Rhodes University Library but is nontheless enjoying a steady uptake. 
The Personal Librarian programme along with other initiatives at Rhodes University Library, has 
featured on the Rhodes University Library Facebook Page. The features in the Rhodes University 
Library Facebook Page have taken the form of calendar events and posts of Personal Librarian 
events.  
  
A Personal Librarian blog 
…was created to address the challenges faced by the Personal Librarian programme after it had 
been launched. A blog is basically a journal that is available on the web, where individuals or groups 
of people record their opinions on a regular basis. Although the PL blog is not yet live to the public, it 
is anticipated that it will be active by the beginning of 2014. All the Personal Librarians can post to the 
blog. A blog is designed to be two way communication, so the PLs will be able to share and 
exchange information and ideas with the users through the use of the comment feature. The idea is 
to open the blog widely, giving it international exposure.  
 
The Personal Librarian project has afforded staff working in all areas of the library the opportunity of 
participating in the initiative. This required the development of a training programme for those who 
had not previously worked with users. The training focused on how to help a student make sense of 
their research topic, and to construct a search.  
One librarian who had previously not worked with users commented thus: 
The Personal Librarian Programme in 2013 is directed at 1st year students with the aim of 
supporting and helping them in their academic work. This has enabled me to widen my 
professional scope and I am now feeling more confident with handling queries that are 
directed to me without the need to refer all the time. I am also able to assist the group of 
students that is assigned to me with their research, referencing and more. I have found the PL 
programme to be significant to both students and librarians because of the relationship that it 
crafts between the two groups. I recommend that other librarians who need to grow in the 
librarianship profession join the Personal Librarian programme and take this opportunity as an 
advantage to broaden their expertise.       
Another librarian, who normally does not work directly with users, recalled the following experience 
with a student who was experiencing  
 
. . . problems with referencing techniques that formed part of an assignment she was busy 
with. She is a 1st year History student. At Rhodes University most departments use their own 
referencing styles. History students use the Oxford Referencing Style, with additional 
footnotes, and she had specific problems with creating footnotes with the software available on 
her tablet. She came to the Library to see me and with the assistance of one of the faculty 
librarians for History we were able to help her to master the specific referencing style required 
by the History Department. She was very pleased with the assistance and personal attention 
we offered her to solve this problem. The outcome of this request by a student regarding 
referencing techniques for a specific department led to the incorporation of the different 
referencing styles required by the departments in the Library LibGuides. 
 
Challenges & lessons learnt 
Although the Personal Librarian Project has enjoyed many successes, it has also offered challenges 
and lessons to be learned. One of the most common challenges relates to poor response rates to the 
initial email inviting students to contact the Personal Librarian allocated to them. While poor initial 
response rates have also been recorded at other universities, it has been observed that a failure to 
respond initially was not indicative of a complete non-response as some students chose to respond 
only when they actually needed help.  
 
“Because every student did not take advantage of this program, most librarians felt that the program 
required little effort on their part. The students who did make contact in the first year of the program 
continued to make contact sporadically throughout their time at Yale. The program continued in this 
manner for several years, that is, very low-key and very respectful of students’ time and their e-mail 
in-boxes” Spak & Glover (2007:16). 
 
One Personal Librarian noted that he  
. . . was concerned that the introductory e-mails that I had sent out were not being delivered to 
the students, possibly because of full inboxes or mailing errors, as after sending out about a 
100 emails I only received notification that about 20 had been received and read. 
Another Personal Librarian noted an initial response from one student requesting assistance with an 
assignment.  The student was unable to provide the rubric for the assignment and so the Librarian 
was unable to assist him. 
Yet another Librarian noted successful email communication with students which was then not 
followed up with face-to-face contact in the Library: 
The student initially e-mailed me as he needed help on using webmail attachments. I showed 
him how to attach on webmail and then had a brief chat to him. He said he was really pleased 
to have had a chat and would contact me if he needed help in the future. I then received 
another e-mail from him and asked him to come and see me the following day so that I could 
help him. He never arrived.  
The Undergraduate Librarian who is the co-ordinator of the programme recounts her experiences in 
the Information Commons as follows: 
As the Undergraduate Librarian, after several calls for on-going Information Literacy 
workshops for undergraduates, I discovered that Rhodes University (RU) students do not 
respond to a call for library training/workshops if those workshops are not arranged through 
their lecturers but they will only respond in numbers when their lecturer is involved.   
The Personal Librarian ‘Cake day’ has made a quite significant impact towards the recognition 
of the programme, however, students still continued with their daily routine as before. They are 
aware of the programme but they do not effectively use it in my section. 
It is clear, however, that some students are appreciative of the Programme as the following 
comments show:  
My Personal Librarian is so cool. 
I’ve heard about this programme from my friend and would like to have a Personal Librarian too. 
Conclusions & future plans 
The Personal Librarian programme at Rhodes University Library was introduced primarily to bridge 
the information literacy and information gap that has been observed to exist between high school and 
university. The Personal Librarian project has been a personal journey for each of the 13 librarians 
who made up the Personal Librarian team in 2013. The road travelled has not been smooth and we 
had to learn how to work together as a team. The willingness and commitment of the librarians to the 
project has been evident. The primary aim of working together in a team was to bring into the 
programme the uniqueness of each individual in order to create a conducive and a comfortable 
learning environment for the 1st year student. It is believed that 2013 has laid a solid foundation on 
which the programme can build. 
In a guide written for undergraduate students, Boughey (2013) stresses the importance of introducing 
a 1st year student to university. Boughey discusses the new kind of learning at university that is vastly 
different from high school. She says “coming to university is a challenge – and so it should be”. 
Boughey introduces universities as institutions of higher education that will push the student to think 
and work in ways which are different to those that they are used to. Boughey’s publication provides 
support for the establishment of the Personal Librarian programme, she educates the students about 
why they are at university and stresses the importance of students seeing themselves as ‘knowledge 
producers’ rather than ‘knowledge consumers’. It is hoped that this understanding will foster a culture 
of good scholarship and will assist the Personal Librarian programme to iron out some of the issues 
that are facing 1st year students: plagiarism, understanding the need to reference, taking information 
at face value without criticising it. Therefore, the Personal Librarian programme aims to help 
undergraduate students cope with these challenges in a friendly, supportive manner. 
As a result of the expressed needs of the entire undergraduate student body, the Rhodes Personal 
Librarians have decided to open the programme to the entire undergraduate population in 2014. 
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Appendix 1 
Name:   ……………………………………………………                Name:  ………..................................................... 
Student Number:  ……………………………………                Student Number:  ………………………………………….. 
What do you expect from your Personal                    What do you expect from your Personal 
 Librarian?                                                                           Librarian? 
…………………………………………………………………               ..………………………………………………………………………. 
…………………………………………………………………               ………………………………………………………………………… 
…………………………………………………………….....               ………………………………………………………………………… 
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………………………………………………………………..               ………………………………………………………………………… 
………………………………………………………………..               …........................................................................ 
Appendix 2 
 
The following questions were asked during the scheduled recorded interview between Lwazi 
Ndima and Vuyokazi Gontshi and an article was produced for the student newspaper at 
Rhodes University. It is hoped that the article promoted awareness about the Personal 
Librarian programme. 
 
20 April 2013 
Good day 
 My name is Lwazi, Journalism student, and I am doing some research on the implementation of the 
programme at Rhodes University.   
 I basically need you to explain how you view this new programme,   
 Do you think the programme is going to boost student performance in terms of academics. 
 Seeing that there is a small number of personal librarians. (13)  I am wondering If you think that this will 
have an effect on the success of the programme. 
 The library is very interrogating environment, are you expecting people to take heed of this new opportunity? 
 Lastly, are you excited about the programme if so, why? 
 Thank you in advance  
 Warm Regards 
 Lwazi Ndima 
 
Ndima, Lwazi. 2013. “The library just got personal” Activate: Rhodes University’s Independent student News 
source http://activateonline.co.za/the-library-just-got-personal/ accessed 10/09/2013  
